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HENRICO COUNTY, VIRGINIA: BEGINNINGS OF ITS 

FAMILIES 

Part IV 

By William Clayton Torrence 

Watkins Family ^ 

One of the most interesting families in Virginia from the point 
of view of economic, social and political development is the dis- 
tinguished Watkins family whose earliest, positively identified, an- 
cestor was a resident of Henrico County, a man by the name of 
Henry Watkins, who was born about the year 1638 and who ap- 
pears from the list of Heads of Families in Henrico in 1679 to 
have been living at that time in the vicinity of Turkey Island (see 
.Quarterly, Vol. XXIV, p. 131).^ It has been so far impossible 
to prove that there was any connection between the Henry Wat- 
kins, of Henrico, and other Watkinses residing in Virginia at that 
time. Henry Watkins, who was born about 1638,^ lived in the 
southernmost part of Henrico County near Turkey Island Creek, 
Chickahominy Swamp and Malvern Hills. Turkey Island Creek 
forms part of the boundary line between Henrico and Charles 
City Counties. In 1634-5 (February) in a deed from John 
Cawsey, of Charles City County to Walter Aston conveying 200 
acres in Charles City County it is stated that the said land is 
near Shirley Hundred "bordering south upon a Creeke called 



1 For some valuable notes on one branch of the Watkins family the 
reader is referred to a pamphlet, entitled A Catalogue of the Descendants 
of Thomas Watkins of Chickahominy. ... By Francis N. Watkins. 
. . . Henderson, N. C. 1888. 

2 From the land patents and the records of other counties it is known 
that there were other persons by the name of Watkins, resident in Vir- 
ginia prior to Henry Watkins and whose descendants were contem- 
poraneous with Henry Watkins of Henrico, but, so far, any relationship 
between them has not been discovered. 

2 Henrico Records. 
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Henry Watkins, his Creeke."^ Thus we have a Henry Watkins 
Hving in 1634 not more than eight or ten miles from the home, 
in 1679 (and for many years later) of Henry Watkins, who was 
born about 1638. The problem of a probable connection be- 
tween these two Henry Watkinses must be left for solution to a 
more extensive research. The fact is merely stated here as a 
probable "clue." 

Henry Watkins, of Henrico, was a small but apparently ener- 
getic farmer. In November 1679 he received a patent for 170 
acres of land on north side James River in Henrico County, ad- 
joining John Lewis, Mr. Cocke and Mr. Beauchamp, and touch- 
ing the "Three Runs,"^ and in July 1690, the same Henry Watkins, 
purchased from Lyonel Morris, 360 acres, 20 poles in Varina 
Parish, Henrico County, on the southside of Chickahominy 
Swamp.'' In October 1690 Henry Watkins patented 60 acres in 
Varina Parish, Henrico County, adjoining his own land and 
lands of Thomas Wales and Madam Bland and touching 
a run of Turkey Island Creek. These are the only records 
extant which show the acquisition of land in Henrico by 
Henry Watkins. It is no doubt true, however, that he owned 
land in the county prior to the patent of November 1679 for he 
was residing in Henrico in June 1679 when the list of Heads of 
Families was recorded and in which list he is entered as pos- 
sessed of three tithables, one of whom was doubtless himself the 
other two, in all probability, his two eldest sons. 

Henry Watkins' life was to all appearances a rather hard one. 
As a member of the Society of Friends, or Quakers, he naturally 



1 Register of the Land Office, Patent Book 2, p. 79. 

2 Register of the Land Office, Patent Book 7, p. 17. The name appears 
in the patent Henry IVatkinson, but other conveyances in Henrico prove 
that this land was granted to Henry Watkins. Could the IVatkinson have 
been intended for Watkins" son? There is no evidence (so far discovered) 
to this effect, but raising the question may start some one on the search to 
work out the matter. The name of John Lewis given in this patent may 
be significant of the source of the baptismal name of Lewis Watkins, who 
appears in Henrico in 1679. No connection between Henry and Lewis 
Watkins has been discovered. 

3 Henrico Records. 
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clashed with the authorities. In June 1684 the courts of Henrico 
refused his petition for a remission of fines imposed upon him 
"he not appearing himself to supplicate this Court but (as y" Court 
Conceives) continuing still in his Quakerism."^ Not only did 
Watkins clash with the public authorities on account of an un- 
wavering loyalty to the tenets of his "faith" but he also encoun- 
tered rebuke from his "brethren in the faith." A difference (the 
nature of which is not apparent) having arisen between him and 
one James Howard, members of the Henrico Meeting were dele- 
gated to bring about a reconciliation between the two ; the princi- 
pals seemed amenable to the reasoning of the delegates and "recon- 
ciliation" was acknowledged by them in November 1699 "only," so 
runs the record — "only he [Watkins] had mad a rash promise 
not to take him [Howard] by the hand."^ Probably this obduracy 
was part and parcel of the same "stuff" of which was made his 
defiance of the Henrico legal authorities. 

In December 1691 Henry Watkins was granted certificate by 
Henrico Court for having made 2iJ^ pounds of dressed flax and 
hemp. In 1699 Watkins subscribed 500 pounds of tobacco to- 
wards the building of the Friends Meeting House at Curies and 
in 1703 he paid 50 pounds of tobacco towards furnishing the 
building. 

Every document on record to which Henry Watkins signed 
his name he signed with a mark. 

Henry Watkins was the father of at least six children whose 
names were William, Joseph, Edward, Henry, Thomas and 
Elizabeth. 

In 1692 he deeded to each of his sons: Joseph and Edward, 
120 acres of land each on the south side of Chickahominy Swamp, 
and to his son, Henry Watkins, Junior, the tract (acreage not 
given) of land on which Watkins, the elder, then lived; and, to 
his son Thomas Watkins, 200 acres on the Three Runs. All of 
this land was in Henrico County. 

Of Elizabeth Watkins, (the daughter of Henry Watkins, the 
elder) nothing more is definitely known than of her indomit- 



1 Henrico Records, Order Book. 

2 Minutes of Henrico Meeting, 1699-1756, p. i. 
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able courage of conviction which is well attested by the following 
incident recorded in Henrico Court. 

In April 1685 Elizabeth Watkins, the daughter of Henry Wat- 
kins, at the time of the tender age of sixteen years literally "backed 
down" the august body known as Henrico Court, by refusing, 
"for conscience sake" to swear to a deposition which she had 
made. A Quaker, she willingly made "affirmation" to the state- 
ments contained in her deposition, but make oath thereto she 
would not. The court ordered her imprisonment. In June she 
was again brought to the bar and still "persisting in ye same 
obstinacy as she pretends out of conscience sake and therefore 
desiring to he excused and her father also humbly seconding her 
request the court have out of their clemency in consideration of 
her young years remitted her offence and releast her of her con- 
finement." To the really thoughtful student of conditions there is 
great significance of the tender aged Elizabeth's character in what 
the honorable court deemed persistent obstinacy. 

At a court held for Henrico February i, 1691-2 Henry Wat- 
kins, Senior, made gift of a heifer to John Bottomly's daughter 
Elizabeth. This gift was acknowledged by Henry Watkins at the 
same court at which he acknowledged the conveyance of lands 
(alluded to above) to his several sons. Considering the fact 
that Henry Watkins is known to have had a daughter Elizabeth, 
that personalty is known to have been more frequently than land 
the portion of daughters, and considering the fact of the gift 
to Bottomly's daughter Elizabeth, one cannot but wonder if Eliza- 
beth Watkins, the daughter of Henry, had married John Bottomly 
and that thus the gift of the heifer was made by Watkins to his 
granddaughter. This is, however, merely theory, no item of 
record having been discovered to raise the evidence above the 
nature of "circumstantial." 

Henry Watkins, Junior, son of the elder Henry Watkins, was 
also a Quaker and a small planter and after an inconspicuous 
life died sometime between the middle of November 1714 and 
early in February 171 5, leaving a wife and five sons who were 
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under age.^ His will dated November 15, 1714, was proved by 
Henrico Court February 7, 171 4-1 5, devised but a comparatively 
small estate in land, etc., to his wife Mary, and his sons, John, 
Benjamin, Joseph, Henry and Stephen. No document made by 
Henry Watkins, other than his will has been found and to this he 
signed his mark which is stated merely as a fact and may not be 
taken as any evidence of illiteracy on his part in view of the 
absence of any other documents made by him. The sickness and 
weakness of body heralded in the opening clause of his will may 
have for once indeed been the cause of "his mark." Within two 
years of his death his widow Mary had married Edward Mosby. 

Joseph Watkins, son of Henry Watkins, the elder, died in 
Henrico possessed of but small means and on October 5, 1725, 
Henrico Court ordered that the Churchwardens of Henrico Parish 
"bind out the orphans . . . according to directions of acts 
of Assembly for distribution of intestates." 

Thomas Watkins (son of Henry Watkins, the elder) moved 
to Cumberland County. To every document made by him 
(so far found) he signed his name. He became a man of 
comparatively substantial means, and his will probated June 23, 
1760 disposed of a comfortable estate in land and 24 negros be- 
sides other personalty. From Thomas Watkins of Cumberland 
descended the Watkinses of Chesterfield, Prince Edward and 
Charlotte Counties in Virginia and the Watkinses of Georgia and 
a branch of the Morton family of Charlotte County, the 
distinguished Daniels of the Virginia Court of Appeals and the 
distinguished brothers, Benjamin Watkins Leigh and William 
Leigh. 



1 He probably had also a daughter, Mary, who married Nicholas 
Hutchins of Henrico in 1701, though it is not improbable that Mary was 
a daughter of Henry Watkins, the elder. However, the record of the 
marriage (Minutes of Henrico Meeting, 1699-1756, p. 12) gives "Nicholas 
Hutchins of the County of Henrico and Mary Watkins, daughter of Henry 
Watkins," and the first name signed among the witnesses, is that of "Henry 
Watkins, Jur." 
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Edward Watkins (son of Henry Watkins, the elder)^ also 
moved to Cumberland County where he died about 1775 at an 
advanced age. His will and all of the deeds made by him (so 
far discovered) are signed with a mark : "E." Before his death 
he conveyed lands (by deeds recorded in Cumberland County) 
to his sons Thomas and Edward Watkins. He probably also con- 
veyed land in another county to his son John Watkins. The 
will of Edward Watkins disposed only of personal effects among 
which were included eight negroes. Edward Watkins was the 
great grandfather of Henry Clay. 

Of William Watkins (son of Henry Watkins, the elder) noth- 
ing has been discovered other than the conveyance of land made 
to him by his father in 1692. There were, however, many Wat- 
kinses of a later period who were probably his descendants. 

These data are merely intended as "introductory" to any fu- 
ture history of the Watkins family ; a blazing of the trail, as it 
were, through the pioneer forest. Should one arise to write the 
history of this remarkable race every student of Southern eco- 
nomic, social and political history would fairly revel in the 
production. 



1 That Edward Watkins of Cumberland County was a son of Henry 
Watkins of Henrico seems to be proved by a deed dated June 21, 1765 in 
which said Edward "E" Watkins of Cumberland conveys to his son 
Thomas Watkins of Henrico the tract of land whereon he [Thomas 
Watkins] now Hves in Henrico, it being all the land given me by my 
father," and four negro slaves. No other Edward Watkins can be found 
in Henrico at that period. 

Foote, Sketches of Virginia, p. 138, "refers to a presentment made in 
1745 by the Grand Jury of the then General Court of Virginia of one 
'Thomas Watkins, son of Edward Watkins, of the parish and County of 
Henrico, for reflecting on the Established Religion' " {A Catalogue of the 
descendants of Thomas Watkins of Chickahominy, p. 4). I have been 
unable to discover any other reference to this incident. This indulgence in 
expressed dissent is certainly an evidence of "spiritual kinship" between 
Thomas Watkins of 1745 and earlier members of the Watkins family and 
that this Thomas Watkins was a resident of Henrico, considered in the 
light of the deed (quoted above) from Edward Watkins of Cumberland 
to his son Thomas Watkins of Henrico almost certainly "places" him as 
of "physical kin." 
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The name of Watkins in the South has ever been synonymous 
with strength of character, mental abihty and it is interwoven in 
the fabric of her spiritual and material life. The church, the 
school, the state all bear the impress of this family's influence. In 
view of all that the Watkins name stands for these "beginnings" 
are of vital interest and of marked signiiicance. 

The local records of Eastern Virginia are filled with data 
which could be utilized in a history of the Watkins family and 
supplemented by private annals and state papers such a work 
could but prove invaluable.^ 



' I regret that it has been impossible to procure the names of the wives 
of the Watkins men. A research much more extensive than is practicable 
Vi'ould be required to do this. There are "traditions" (and in them 
probably "clues") but as positive evidence is lacking it is thought best to 
refrain from giving these here. 



